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	1. Dragon Eye of the Beholder, Part 1

"The eels are pulling the ship down!" Fishlegs cried, horrified, and indeed the ship's deck was beginning to tilt alarmingly. The Vikings stumbled in a futile attempt to regain their balance, but the slope of the deck was quickly sharpening to vertical. They lost the battle with gravity, fell to the deck, and began to slide with terrifying speed.

Snotlout's scrabbling fingers found purchase on a bit of extruding wood, and he grabbed onto it tightly, securely. Relief coursed hotly through his veins as he secured his own safety, but the others, he realized, were not so lucky. They would slide cleanly on the unfortunately-flat surface of the ship's deck, and plummet smoothly into the icy waters below, where the eels were waiting with open jaws. But that was not an option. It was never an option.

All of this ran through Snotlout's mind in just a fraction of a second, everything within him working on overdrive thanks to the adrenaline. And so, it seemed to be immediately after his fingers found purchase that he yelled out confidently, "Fishlegs, grab my foot!".

Yes, they had gone their separate ways of late, each pursuing their own future, finding their place in the new Berk that had arisen out of the ashes of the Red Death. And although they had not been together as often as they once had, it came back like second nature. So Fishlegs reached, and Ruffnut reached, and Tuffnut and Astrid reached, too. Their hands gripped each other's in a long, saving chain, and it was just like it had always been. Looking out for each other. Working as a team. Strong by themselves, but even stronger together. Unstoppable. Unconquerable. Undefeated.

"Oh, you ate a full breakfast," Snotlout groaned as Fishlegs' weight pulled down on him, quickly followed by the weight of the others. "You ate everybody's breakfast." With the combined weight and the pull of the gravity that was working so fiercely against them, Snotlout felt himself slip a little, dangerously close to losing his grip. But as the boat continued to sink slowly but surely towards the icy waters, the weight hanging off of his foot suddenly ceased to be a hindrance. It was a motivator now - a strong one. The weight reminded him most aptly that it was not his own life at stake; he was not the only one in danger. He gripped the wood tighter - a strong, unyielding hold - as he felt the power that comes only with doing something for others, rather than yourself. It was not himself he was saving, it was them. And losing them was not an option. So he held on with all of his strength, the rough wood strangely comforting against his straining fingers. It was tough, but his resolve was tougher. There was no way he was letting go.


	2. Dragon Eye of the Beholder, Part 2

Quite suddenly, Gothi saw it. And she wondered, with a chill, how she had missed it before. The keyhole of the Dragon Eye - that odd, unique shape. She had seen it before. Many times before. She turned away from the sight of it, willing herself to think of other things, as the emotions that were flooding through her began to write themselves upon her aging features. But Hiccup, ever a sharp boy, had noticed.

"Gothi, are you okay?" he asked concernedly. She turned, and there he was, leaning towards her, brows furrowed in concern, hand reaching forward in an obvious desire to help. "What is it?"

She studied him with a frown for a moment, debating, and in the next second, she had decided. She would show him. Of course she would show him. So she stretched her arm out and pointed. Pointed to the scar that matched so precisely the oddly-shaped hole in the maddeningly-mysterious Dragon Eye. She could feel his eyes on it, studying it with the almost unnerving focus and incomparable perception that he had shown even as a boy. Yes, Stoick had complained of Hiccup's short attention span when he was younger, but even then, when something interested Hiccup, it _really_ interested Hiccup. And that intense interest, she knew, was now upon her scar. But knowing he was thinking about it just made it harder for her to _not_ think about it. So in her usual silence and abruptness, she turned and walked away.

"Gothi..." Hiccup called after her quietly, and though she could not see it, she could feel that his hand was outstretched once more. Reaching towards her in curiosity, but also in concern. Definitely concern; she could hear it in his voice. She continued forward, out of sight of the others, and cast her mind around, wanting to think of anything but the memory of that day. Her thoughts landed, quite quickly, upon Hiccup.

Or more accurately, the way his hand had reached after her as she left. The way his concern had been palpable in the very air around them. The way his eyebrows had knit together in quiet worry. And the gentle kindness written on his face. Always, the kindness. It was different, Gothi knew. Very different. Of course, the boy had always been different, in nearly every possible way, and those differences had always proven to be good ones. And this kindness - this genuine caring Hiccup so clearly possessed - well, Gothi had no doubt that this was a good difference, too.

And this kind, caring demeanor was not something just shown to her. Gothi had seen him interact with many of the villagers, and the kindness had not left him once. The way he acted with them, Gothi knew they could feel it too. When Hiccup stooped down to pick up a little girl's fallen stuffed dragon toy, and dusted it off before handing it gently back, Gothi knew the girl could feel it. Her mother could feel it, too. And when a lonely terror landed hopefully on the young viking's shoulder, and he scratched it fondly and let it play with his hair, all the people who happened to be watching him could see it as clear as day. And when the stressed-out viking on a late-night stroll ran into the chief's son, and Hiccup, no matter how exhausted, provided a smile, a listening ear, and some incredibly insightful advice, that viking would hear it in his voice. It was obvious, whatever he did, that Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III cared greatly, powerfully, and genuinely about the people of Berk. It was a mark of his greatness, without a doubt. Hiccup's bottomless supply of love and kindness was evident to anyone - human or dragon - on Berk, and in turn, he had wormed his way into even the hardest of viking hearts. The humans and the dragons all loved him, and cared for him just as genuinely as he cared for them. They would stand behind him to the bitter end, Gothi knew. She smiled a little. That boy had no idea what fierce loyalty he had created.

Yes, young, skinny, un-viking-like Hiccup would be a truly great chief. There was nothing of which she was surer.


	3. Imperfect Harmony

Astrid Hofferson was stuck. Totally and completely stuck. Squirming, wiggling, straining - none of it made any difference to the Deathsong's annoyingly-strong amber. With a frustrated sigh, she took a break from struggling with it, and just laid there, staring up at the empty sky. The sounds of the twins' bickering and Snotlout's complaining floated over to her, and she rolled her eyes. At least Fishlegs was being mercifully silent. Astrid continued to stare at the only patch of sky that she could see in her confined position, and her mind began to wander. Being stuck in the Deathsong's amber was maddening. But better her than Hiccup.

_Huh_, she thought suddenly, a contemplative frown appearing on her smooth features. When had she started thinking that?

"It's okay, Meatlug," Fishlegs comforted abruptly, his voice intruding on Astrid's pondering. The Gronckle whined quietly in response, and Astrid remembered, quite suddenly and inexplicably, her first encounter with the dragon. Dragon training, all those years ago.

_"So, I guess it's just you and me, huh?" Hiccup had asked, nervously, as they stood side by side before the Gronckle. It was weird to think that that was Meatlug. But just seconds after the words left Hiccup's lips, Meatlug had fired at them, and Astrid, with her warrior's reflexes, had responded smoothly and efficiently._

_"Nope," she told Hiccup. "Just you." And without a second thought, she rolled easily out of Meatlug's line of fire. Hiccup would take the fire, she knew. But better him than her. She was winning this thing._

It was odd, really, how immensely things had changed.

_"Hiccup!" Astrid cried out. Her keen eyes had followed the Deathsong's movements with careful tracking, and she had seen what Hiccup - who was struggling to get Toothless free - had not. "It's coming for you!" she yelled. And even as the words left her lips, she was moving - moving without even giving conscious thought to what her body was doing. On what seemed like instinct, she ran. Ran towards Hiccup with her arms out, reaching wildly for him, and hoping fervently that she was fast enough._

_As always, her finely-tuned battle skills served her well, and she reached him just in time. Arms splayed firmly out in front of her, she shoved him purposefully out of the way. Before he hit the ground, the amber was around her, uncomfortably hot and beginning to cool and harden with astonishing rapidity._

_"Astrid!" she heard Hiccup cry. But then the Deathsong roared its haunting, musical roar, and Hiccup was smart enough to leave. She struggled against the amber as she heard his retreating footsteps, and despite the annoyance at her very, very stuck position, something like relief was running coolly through her veins. Better her than Hiccup._

Yes, it was odd, Astrid confirmed to herself, tuning out the sounds of Ruffnut's threats of bodily harm. Between then and now, her perspective had changed more than she ever thought it could. Her perspective on dragons, her perspective on life, and... her perspective on Hiccup. In what seemed so short a time, he had suddenly become... well, important. No longer was he someone to take the fire. Someone to be better than, someone to scoff at. No, things were different now. She was not sure exactly how it had happened, or when, but suddenly he was someone to protect. Someone to watch out for, someone to learn from, someone to respect. Astrid grinned to herself, despite their current predicament. It was amazing to think how greatly things had changed.

"Where's Hiccup?" Snotlout yelled out suddenly, loud enough to derail Astrid's train of thought. "I knew he'd leave us! I have to pee," he whined.

"He didn't leave us," Astrid told him calmly, rolling her eyes at his immaturity. Yes, it was odd how much things had changed. But some things didn't change at all.


	4. When Darkness Falls

"They're joining back up around the white one!" Ruffnut noted as they stared, transfixed, at the recently-discovered dragons that had been inhabiting their chosen island.

"He must be the leader!" Hiccup added, watching as the innumerable little dragons flocked together, joining seamlessly into one giant form. "This is amazing," he murmured. But then, out of the corner of his eye, Hiccup saw movement. Ruff and Tuff were flying Barf and Belch straight into the mass of little dragons.

"Guys, what are you doing?" he admonished, but the twins had already put their plan in motion. As Hiccup looked on, they each held one end of a net, reaching out in perfect synchronism. And in one fluid movement, the white dragon was captured. The black dragons dispersed in an uncoordinated cloud, and Barf and Belch turned back to the direction of camp.

"Bam," Tuffnut announced smugly. "Problem solved. All right; let's head home." And so saying, he and his sister led the way back to camp, streaking off into the night, triumphant and enthused. Hiccup stayed behind a moment longer, watching the remaining dragons scatter, the unfortunately-familiar sense of unease burrowing itself in the pit of his stomach.

"I don't know about you, bud," he muttered darkly to Toothless, "but I've got a bad feeling about this." And with one last glance at the retreating dragons, the pair turned and sped towards home. Hiccup sighed, sure that their capture of the dragons' leader would have some unintended consequences. But there was no use worrying about it now; if anything _did_ happen, they would deal with it when it came up. Until then, there was no point being bothered with it.

Catching up to the twins, Hiccup watched the two of them warily as they cheered and celebrated, the white dragon still caught in the net held between them. Hiccup thought back to the dragon's capture, and realized, quite suddenly, that there was something very rare about that moment. It was surprising - _very_ surprising - but Hiccup had seen it nonetheless. Ruffnut and Tuffnut, cooperating.

With all their arguing and bickering and bantering - not to mention their frequent physical attacks on each other - it was hard to imagine the two of them ever getting along at all. Tuff directed their dragon one way, while Ruff directed it the opposite way. Ruff wanted their huts painted orange, while Tuff demanded only green. And if Tuff wanted to go first in a dragon training exercise, Ruffnut argued vehemently to go last. Hiccup couldn't even count the number of times he had thrown himself exasperatedly in between the two, as they raised axe, mace, sword, anything in a desperate bid for bodily harm.

But this disagreement and discord that the twins so often displayed was not what Hiccup had seen just moments ago. In a crazy twist of circumstance, Hiccup had seen the other side of their relationship - the well-hidden, oft-unobserved, and _completely_ unexpected side. Charging into the group of unfamiliar dragons, the twins had lifted their net unthinkingly, instinctively. They reached out as one person, rather than two, and snatched the lone white dragon out of the air with startling smoothness. They had moved simultaneously, with unspoken agreement, and they had operated in perfect harmony. It was astonishing (and eye-opening) to witness.

Barf and Belch dived suddenly, aiming for their newly-chosen campsite, and the twins cheered once more, banging their heads together in their own special way of celebrating. It was strange, Hiccup noted, but the twins _did_ have an odd sort of unity. Like they operated on their own weird wavelength, unfathomable to the other dragon riders. Hiccup hadn't really noticed or paid much attention to it before, but now it was exceedingly clear. Ruffnut and Tuffnut were simply in tune with each other. Remarkably so.

Smiling quietly in the midst of his little epiphany, Hiccup gave Toothless a gentle pat, and like that, they descended, landing smoothly and soundlessly on the ground below. Sliding off the saddle in the same beat, Hiccup ran over to join the others, who were approaching the twins curiously, eager for answers. Hiccup fell into step with Ruffnut and Tuffnut just as the latter shoved the former away, sending her reeling into Hiccup, who stumbled predictably.

"I told you," Tuffnut growled, "_I_ caught him!"

"No!" Ruff bit back, equally irate. "It was definitely _me_!" And then she moved - the quick, easy movement Hiccup had come to differentiate as the one that meant only one thing: weapons. With a long-suffering sigh, Hiccup grabbed her arm before she could reach for whatever weapon was hidden safely on her person, and then headed over to Tuff, sending him a meaningful look of warning.

"No weapons, guys, please," Hiccup ordered exasperatedly, and then he pushed them together so they were walking side by side once more. "I'm pretty sure you guys _both_ caught the dragon." Yes, the twins did have an odd sort of harmony - when they wanted to. But Hiccup figured he would still be playing mediator for a _long_ time to come.


	5. Big Man on Berk

"Stop, dragon! I, Thor Bonecrusher, _command_ you to stop!" With a wild roar, Thor Bonecrusher strengthened his grip on the scauldron's tail, and then began to climb. But his movements on the dragon's back did nothing, and the agitated scauldron, undaunted, continued to chase the fleeing Gronckle. Thor Bonecrusher stood up on the scauldron's back, watched to see what its next move would be, and saw it quickly close the distance between itself and the Gronckle - the oddly-familiar Gronckle.

"No!" he shouted suddenly, a note of fear creeping, unbidden, into his voice. He wasn't sure just what he was afraid of - he could have sworn that he had never been afraid of anything. A strange but unshakeable sense of confusion settled heavily upon him then, and in an inexplicable haze, he seemed to forget himself. He forgot who he was - what he was called, what he was like, what he stood for, and what he fell for. His world was a swirling mass of conflicting thoughts, ideas, dreams, talents, and memories. A fog seemed to have settled permanently in his brain, and for a moment, he was simply lost.

And then he saw, with unexpected clarity, the scene before him. The Gronckle looked back, met eyes with him, radiating utter terror. And the scauldron below him took careful aim, expanding its cheeks with boiling hot water that some part of his brain reminded him could take the scales off a Screaming Death. The Gronckle turned around and flew frantically, but the scauldron was closing the distance with startling rapidity. The scauldron prepared to fire, and then terror erupted in Fishlegs' mind.

"No!" he screamed, one hand reaching forward ineffectually, his eyes widening and his voice nearly cracking. Every pore of his body screamed fear, and his brain seemed to be incapable of thinking anything other than _Meatlug_. Horror claimed his every sensation, but it was like a fog had been lifted. Everything clicked into place; the world was right again - _he_ was right again. Confusion about the past twenty-four hours threatened to distract him, but whatever had happened before did not matter in this moment. Right now, the only thing that mattered was his dragon.

"Not my Meatlug!" Fishlegs cried. "You leave my dragon alone!" And with that, he ran without hesitation straight up the scauldron's neck, and leapt cleanly off of its head, onto his own dragon. His own wonderful Meatlug. And as he slipped into his spot on her back, his hands feeling the comforting texture of her immediately-recognizable scales, the fear began to seep away. There was no terror now - no confusion or uncertainty. There in the air, Meatlug beneath him, and the infinite skies around them, Fishlegs felt at home.

Skillfully, Fishlegs guided Meatlug away from the scauldron, out of the larger dragon's line of fire, and then the others swooped in. A net held between Stormfly and Barf and Belch effectively trapped the scauldron, and the water dragon curled in on itself, rendered harmless - at least for the time being. Hiccup and Toothless joined the group as well, Hiccup looking extremely relieved.

"That was a little too close," he commented warily, eyeing the momentarily-docile scauldron.

"Speak for yourself!" Tuffnut piped up, exchanging enthusiastic glances with his sister. "That was freakin' awesome!" And then, accompanied by Astrid and Stormfly, they turned and flew off in the direction of Berk. Fishlegs watched them go, unhurried to return, and instead took the quiet moment to sigh contentedly, leaning over to embrace his delighted dragon.

"Oh, I'm so sorry, girl," he murmured to her, hugging her with all of his considerable strength. "I don't know what happened to me; I just wasn't myself." But Meatlug, apparently, had no need of his puzzled explanations; she was only glad to have her rider back once more. She wriggled in the air, grumbling happily, and then licked him kindly.

"Oh, I missed you!" Fishlegs told her, equally elated. But he was still a little confused about the day's earlier events. He seemed to have some memory gaps that he hoped the others would be able to fill. "How did I-?" he wondered, but he was cut off as Hiccup and Toothless appeared suddenly to his right, melting out of the storm clouds with a stealthiness that Fishlegs had nearly become accustomed to.

"Long story," Hiccup informed Fishlegs, in answer to his unfinished query. "I'll explain later," he promised, and with that, he and Toothless streaked swiftly towards Berk, storm clouds left swirling in their wake. Patting Meatlug gently once more, Fishlegs urged her forward, and together the pair followed the others back - at their own, leisurely pace. In a minute, the storm clouds broke, giving way to healing sunlight. Smiling, Fishlegs leaned all the way forward and laid down atop Meatlug, taking in the sun, the sky, the sea, and the familiar sound of Meatlug's flapping wings. Berk spread out into view before them, and Fishlegs sighed happily. It felt _so_ good to be home.


End file.
